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Patient Education 

Chronic Obstructive Pulmonary Disease 
(COPD), Including Emphysema 
The Basics 

Written by the doctors and editors at UpToDate 

What is COPD? - COPD is a lung disease that makes it hard to breathe. In 
people with COPD, the airways (the branching tubes that carry air within the 
lungs) become narrow and damaged (figure 1). This makes people feel out of 
breath and tired. 

COPD can be a serious illness. It cannot be cured and can get worse over time. 
But there are treatments that can help. 

You might have heard COPD referred to as "chronic bronchitis" or "emphysema." 
These are types of COPD. 

How should I manage my COPD during the COVID-19 pandemic? 
COVID-'-19 stands for "coronavirus disease 2019." It is caused by a virus called 
SARS-CoV-2. The virus first appeared in late 2019 and has since spread 
throughout the world. 

People with COVID-19 can have fever, cough, and other symptoms. In severe 
cases, it can cause pneumonia and trouble breathing. Some people with COPD are 
more likely to have serious symptoms if they get COVID-19. If you have COPD, 
it's especially important to get the COVID-19 vaccine as soon as you are able. 
This will greatly lower your risk of getting sick. 

If you take medicines for your COPD, it's important to keep taking them as 
usual. If you have symptoms of COVID-19, or think you might have been exposed 
to the virus, call your doctor or nurse. 

The rest of this article has general information about COPD. 

Why did I get COPD? - The most common cause of COPD is smoking. Smoke 
can damage the lungs forever and cause COPD. People can also get COPD from 
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